With knowledge about leadership, the selection of leaders can be improved.
Locating Principals Who Are Leaders: The Assessment Center Concept
by Lloyd E. McCleary and Rodney T. Ogawa Leadersh ip is a major, at times dominant, interest in ap· plied fields such as management and public and educational ad ministration . The more foundational fields of so· cial psychology, sociology and political science give leadership an important place as well. This attention to leadership is in large part rooted in the assumption that leadership bears a di rect and casual relationship to organi· zational effectiveness (Pfeffer, 1978) . People, practitioners and scholars alike, hold to this assumption despite the ex· istence ot avast literature that has yet to reveal much that is definitive in terms ot a concept ot leadership or its dimen· sions (see for example Smit h, Mazzarella and Piele, 1981; Stogdill , 1974) . Given the assumption regarding leader influence the syllogistic reasoning follows that with knowledge about leadership, the selection of leaders (and potential leaders) can be improved which, in turn, will lead to more effective organizations.
Thus, it is not surprising that applied fields, including educational administration, have invested research and de· velopment capital in attempts to clarify the essential mean· ing of leadership and to measure leadership in those terms. A most significant et tort to develop means to measure lead· ership has resulted in the assessment center concept. In this paper. we will examine knowledge about leadership as it relates to the assessment center concept and describe the development of assessment centers per se. We will then turn our attention to an application ot the assessment center concept to education, the National Association of Sec· ondary School Pri nci pal's Principal Assessment Center Project.
Arriving at a Working Definition of Leadership Definitions of leadership that seek the highest level ot generality have not been found to l>e useful as a basis tor designing assessment instruments and methods {Yuki, 1981) . The task and maintenance, initiating structure and consideration and concern for people and concern tor pro· Ors. Lloyd E. McCleary and Rodney T. Ogawa are pro· lessors at the University of Utah, Salt Lake City.
Educational Considerations, Vol. 12, No. 3, Fall 1985 duct ion dichotomies are at too high a level of abstraction to be of practical use in assessing leadership In individuals. The same is true of highly specific job analyses. This is be· cause job analyses are employed to describe specif ic posi· lions in specific situations and at speci fic points ot time. This level ot specificity does not lend itself to the identitica· tion of ski lls or attributes that will apply to positions other than ones to r which they are intended.
In termediate level analyses have proven to be more useful in creating a working definition of leadership. They typically take the form of taxonomies that are broad enough to capture most relevant leader behaviors and yet are useful in specific situations. In addition, there exists some theo· retical and empirical foundation to the dimensions now in use in assessment centers. Although far from adequate, evidence does establish two important points. First, some commonality of leadership func tions is shown across types of organizations: business, public·political, mi litary and ecf· ucational. Second, discriminate and convergent validity has been es I ab I I shed for the di mansions o f leadershl pas mea· sured in a varielyof assessment centers. Discriminate val id· ity establishes the extent to which a given (leader) behavior is differentiated from measures of other behaviors, and this is a necessary condition to the determination of cons truct valid ity. Convergent val idity is the con firmation of the presence of a trait o r a behavior through use of independent measures (Thompson, 1970) . By using an intermedi ate level of analysis, the matter of arrivi ng at d imensions to be measured as predictors of leader behavior is resolved by use of a phenomenological approach. Thal is, measures based upon performance in simulated sil uations become the bases for pred icting leader bel1avior in the actual work setting. The simulated situalions are designed and validated based upon predetermined d imensions that have been agreed upon as being critical to effective functioning in a given position, such as the principalship. Examples of simulated situations are: in· basket exercises, case analysis, problem solving exercises, leaderless group situations and the like. The predetermined dimensions represent what is meant by leadership in an as· sessmen t center.
Some Predetermined Dimensions of
Leadership and Their Adequacy Dimensions of leadership that are being measured in assessment centers can best be classi fied as traits and skills. Researchers who are seeking an integrated theory of leadership, largely avoided traits and skills (Hoy and Miske!, 1983; Stogdill, 1974) . They focused upon leader behavior, leadership styles and the relationship ot characterist ics of these to organizational variables. Indus trial psychologists, evaluation specialists and scholars involved with personnel management problems continued to conduc t trait research relating to managers and administrators. Their concern was with the relation of leader traits to effective performance rather than upon comparisons of leaders and nonreaders. This distinction led to the identi fication of specific traits and ski llS that could be shown to affect performance in an administrative role. Stogdill (1974) reviewed 163 trait studies and identified the following traits as characteristics ot organization lead· ers (p. 81):
-sel f-confidence and personal identity -strong drive for responsibility and task completion -persistence in pursuit of goals -venturesome and originality in problem solving -initiative in social situations -acceptance of consequences of decisions and actions -high tolerance of stress -ability to influence the behavior of others -ability to structure interaction to the purpose at hand Modern trait researchers avoid the claim that certain traits or skills are essential but rather argue that the possession o f certain traits greatly improves the likelihood that the leader wil l be effective. In the assessment center concept, the reality that contingencies of spec ific organizational set· tings may require certain combinations of traits and skills is not den ied. The matching of the individual leader to the spe· cific position is left to the j udgment of those who select and place the administrator. In this sense the contribution of the assessment center is to increase the in formation avai lable in the selection process.
The first comprehensive study of assessment center procedures was begun in 1956 by AT&T and named the Man· agement ProcessStudy (Byham, 1970) . This was a longitudi· nal study involving 422 managers and was conducted over a four.year period. All information was retained for research purposes; none has ever been made available to company officials. In this way, pred ictive validity could be determined and related research undertaken (Huck, 1973) . A factor anal · ysis of assessment variables produced the factors listed be· low along with the variables loading most highly in each:
- This study has become the basis tor most, if not all, of the subsequent development work related to assessment cen · ters. An assessment center em ployed by the city of Phi lade I· phia to select administrative interns, following from the AT&T model, and adding later refinements, contains proce· dures for assigning candidates upon the following dimen· sions (Strausbaugh and Wagman, 1977, pp. 264·265 ).
- 
-Perseverance
-General intelli'gence The designers of Phi lade I phia's assessment center have ex· pressed the belief, albeit an empirically untested one, that the assessment center concept promises to be an improve· ment over previous methods fbrselec(ing interns. They cite the fairness and job relatedness of the assessment center process (Strausbaugh and Wagman, 1977) .
Assessment Center Concept of Leadership Some reasons for ambiguity in the definition of leader· ship have been noted. A clarification of the concept of lead· ership as employed in assessment centers can now be at· tempted. Note first that in the list of the city of Philadel· phia' s assessment center leadership is given as only one di· mension out of eighteen that are rated. This arises from a highly restrict ive definition which equates leadership with special acts that directly influence the behavior of others. Examples of this definition of leadership can be cited such as " leadership is the activity of influencing people to strive for goals (Terry, 1960, p. 21) ; "The natural and learned abili ty, skills, and personal characteristics to influence people to take desired actions (Welte, 1978, p. 30) ; and "leadership is that behavior which initiates changes in goals, objectives, con figurations, procedures, input, process, and ultimately the outputs" (Li pham, 1974, p. 182) . These three definitions (from management, industrial psychology, and educational administration) emphasize influencing others toward de· sired actions or goats. These definitions square most. closely with the single dimension of leadership in the Ph ita· delphia assessment center list.
The assessment center concept of leadership, how· ever, is hol istic. It assumes that ability, as measured by the skill d imensions taken together, provided an assessment of potent ial leaders. The skill dimensions and the exercises that measure them in a center are derived through phe· nomenologic analyses. Validity s tudies give a strong ind ica· tion that the exerc ises do, in fact, measure competence which is related to performance in the role assessed. An analogy can be made with the concept of intelligence. What is measured by in tell igence tests is highly correlated with what observers conclude to be intelligence behavior. In a given instance, intelligence may not be employed to guide act ion, or the circumstances in a speci fic situation may ne· gate what would, a priori, be considered to be an intelligent course of action. Predictive validity studies indicate that the skill dimensions are those which make a difference in performance as a leader and that the exercises in a properly constructed assessmen t center does measure these skills.
C he-NASSP-PrinClpals"Assessment c8iil~ A prime example of the application of the assessment center concept in the selection of school administrators is the Principals Assessment Center of the National Associa· tion of Secondary School Principals (NASSP). In this sec· tion, we will describe NASSP's Assessment Center and dis· cuss its potential for selecting leaders. We will show that Educational Considerations this assessment center measures skills that are related to the work of school principals and, therefore, shows promise for identifying individuals who can function effectively in that role. We will also discuss the advantages thal the as· sessment center provides to school districts that employ it in the selection of principals.
Assessment center operations. As its name suggests, the NASSP Principals Assessment Center is aimed at determining the extent to which participants possess skills needed to succeed as a principal. At last count, 25 projects were operating Assessment Centers under the auspices of NASSP. These projects are scattered across the United States, reacl1ing lrom Maine to California. In addition, one projec t was recently begun in Canada.
The NASSPAssessmen t Center is comprised ol six exercises: two leaderless group exercises, two in-basket sim· ulations, a fact-finding exercise and a personal interview. Six trained assessors observe 12 participants as they com· plete these exerc ises over a two·day period . After compiling written reports on the performance of each participant in each exercise the assessors discuss and rate the performance of the candidates. They rate each candidate's performance on 12 skill dimensions, as well as his/her overall performance. A profile is written for each candidate. Profiles contain rat ings and descriptions of the evidence consid· ered by assessors in making the ratings. The final element of an Assessment Center is an individual debriefing interview usually conduc ted by tile project directo r.
The 12 ski ll dimensions that are evaluated in the As· sessment Center and definitions of each dimension are listed below. The definitions are taken from NASSP'sAsses· sor's Manual.
Administrative Skills -Problem Analysis: Abil ity to seek out relevant data and analyze complex information to determine the important elements of a problem situation; search· ing fo r information with a purpose. -Judgment: Ability to reach logical conclusions and make high quality decisions based on avai lable in· formation; skill in identifyi ng educational needs and setting priorities; abi lity to critically evaluate written communications. -Organ izational Abili ty: Ability to plan, schedule, and control the work of o thers; skill in using re· sources in an optimal fashion; ability to deal with a volume of paperwork and heavy demands on one's time. -Decisiveness: Ability to recognize when a decision is required (disregarding the quality of the decision) and to act quickly.
Interpersonal Skills -Leadership: Ability to get others involved in solving problems; ability to recognize when a group re· quires d irect ion, to effectively interact with a group to guide them to accomplish a task. -Sensitivity: Ability to perceive the needs, concerns, and personal problems of others; skill in resolving con flicts; tact in dealing with persons from differ· ent backgrounds; ability to deal effectively w it h people concerning emotional issues; knowing what information to communicate and to whom.
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-Stress Tolerance: Ability to perform under pressure and during opposition; ability to think on one's feet.
Communication
-Oral Communicat ion: Ability to make a clear oral presentation of facts of ideas. -Written Communication: Ability to express ideas clearly in writing; to write appropriately for different audiences-students, teachers, parents, et al.
Olher Dimensions -Range o f Interests: Competence to discuss a vari · ety o f subjects-educational, political , current events, economic, etc.; desire to actively partici· pate in events. -Personal Motivation: Need to achieve in all activi· ties attempted; evidence that work is important in personal satis faction; ability to be sel f-polici ng. -Educational Values: Possession of a well-reasoned educat io nal philosophy; receptiveness to new ideas and change. Validity and Reliability. The c harac teris tics of the NASSP Assessment Center as a measurement instrument have been examined in some detail. One characteristic that is readily apparent is the similarity of NASSP's list of skill dimensions to those used in other assessment centers. Fo r instance, both the NASSP and Philadelphia Assessment Centers evaluate oral and written communication, leadership, st ress tolerance. problem analysis, organizational ability, and judgment. This is consistent with the general not ion that the skills and attributes of successful managers are fai rly consistent across types of organizations.
A s tudy commissioned by NASSP determined the validity and reliability of its Assessment Center (Schmitt, Noe, Meritt, Fitzgerald and Jorgensen. 1983) . With regard to inter· nal validity, the team of researchers found high levels of in· terrater reliability and that si gni ficant differences existed between the 12 skill dimensions. Further, they found that non-white participants fared less well than their white coun· terparts, men performed less well than women, and that par· ticipants serving in non-teaching roles (e.g., counselors and specialists) performed better than teachers.
The research team also examined the criterion-related validity (the exteni to which assessment center ratings correspond to ratings of on-the-job performance on the same ski lls) of the Assessment Center. Generally, they found that the ratings of superiors corresponded to those obtained in the Assessment Center, but that the ratings o f teachers and support staff were not as highly related to Assessment Cen· terratings. In general, then, the results o f the s tudy showed that the NASSP Assessment Center is a valid and reliable instrument.
Relationship to the work of principals. Beyond confirm · ing the internal and criterion-related validity of the NASSP Assessment Center, the research team also found that s tu · dents' percept ions o f school climate were significantly re· lated to rat ings of the following skills: problem analysis, judgment, decisiveness, sensitivity, written communica· tion and the overall placement recommendation. Although teachers' and other staff members' perceptions of climate were not found to be s ignificantlycorrelated to Assessment Center ratings, the finding on students' perceptions re· mains intriguing. It suggests that, as we asserted earlier, as· sessment centers can provide a holis tic rendering of a can· didate's competence to perform as a principal.
An examination of the findings of research on the work done by principals reveals that many of the skills included in the NASSP Assessment Center would be useful 10 lncum· bents of the principalship. Several researchers hiM! employed structured observational techniques 10 study the behavior of principals (O'Dempsey, 1976; Peterson, 1977; Willis, 1980; Martin and Willower, 1981; Kmetz and Willower, 1982) . Al least three themes are common to all of these s tud · ies. First, ii is clear that pri ncipals work long hours. Esti· mates range from 50 lo 60 hours per week .
Second. the work o f princ ipals is characterized by varl· ety,. brevity and fragmentation. Principals are called upon to do everyt hing from managing budge ls, lo evaluating teach· ers and responding 10 concerned parents. What's more, the typical activities in wh ich principals find themselves In· volved are brief, averaging about live minutes. And, the ac· tivit ies are fragmented. Many are interrupted; there Is little consistency from one activity to another. A principal might have a conversation with the custodian about selling up chairs for an assembly interrupted by a phone call trom a parent concerned about a student's performance on an achievement test.
The third characteristic of the work of principals uncovered by research is that principals work by talking. In foci. various s tudies have found that principals spend anywhere from 67 percent 10 83 percent of their time talking with indi · viduals or groups. Most of this time is spent in face·IO·lace encounters, bu t also includes telephone conversat ions and announcements over the P.A. system. Principals use talk to both Inform o thers and to gain information.
Some skills evaluated in the NASSP Assess1 nent Cen· ler seem to be reflected in each of the three characteristics of principals' work. The ability 10 work effectively over the course of a 50· lo 60-hourwork week would seem 10 require both stress tolerance and personal motivation . Fatigue oer· talnly accompanies tong hours on the job and can produce a type of stress tamiliar to managers. Thus, a lack of tolerance to stress would make it difficult for an individual to work el· fectively asa principal. Personal motivation, which includes the qualllies of receiving satisfaction from work and being self·pollclng, also seems to be a necessary quality lor work· ing successfully on a job that requires long hours. Since principals are not compensated on an hourly basis, It Is rea· son able to expect that implicit rewards of the job are a lac· tor in explaining the will ingness of principals to work on evenings and weekends. Mo reover, since principals are rarely supervised, self.policing is clearly at wo rk.
Assessment Center skills are also apparentl y related to the ablllly of principals to hand le the varie ty, brevity and f ragmentalion which characterizes their work. For example, o rganlz.atlonal ability and judgment, the latter of which in· eludes the ability to set priorities, would be enhance the ablllly of principals to manage the variet y and volume of the activities they encounter. Similarly, decisiveness, which in· eludes the ability to act quickly, and stress tolerance would be required to respond adequately to the occasional crisis that punctuates the work of principals.
Finally, the tendency of principals to spend so much of their time communicating directly with individuals and groups indicates that two additional Assessment Center skills, oral communication and sensitivity, are skills that can enhance the effectiveness of principals. Th e necessity of possessing oral communication skills seems obvious. Further, sensi tivity, as defined by NASSP, seems no less im· portant. Sensitivity includes the "ability to perceive the needs, concerns, and personal problems ot others . .. tact in dealing with persons from different backgrounds , . , knowing what information 10 communicate and to whom." Since principals communicate as much to receive informa· tion as to transmit it, sensitivity would seem to be an impor· tant attribute. Similarly, the ability 10 work with people of varied backgrounds and a sense for how 10 appropriately communicate with different aud iences wou ld enhance the ability of principals lo communicate with the diverse com · munilies served by many public schools.
This suggests that the NASSP Assessment Center does focus on skills related to the work of principals and, thus, could serve as a useful tool in the selec tion and as· signment of principals.
How Assessment Center Profiles Are Used To fully understand the contribution that NASSP's As· sessment Center can make to the process of selecting prin· cipats we must look beyond the Assessment Center, itself, and consider how it is employed by school districts. Since research on the use of the Assessment Center has yet to be published, we will draw upon our experiences with the lntermountain·NASSP Assessment Center Project of the University of Utah In the following discussion.
We currently hold contracts with nine school districts in Utah. Each of these distric ts sends participants to be as· sassed. The process by which Assessmen t Center partici· pants are selected varies from d istrict to di stric t. Fo r exam · pie, one dis tric t employs conventional methods to screen applicants for vacant princlpalships. After narrowing the field, the district sends the flnalls ts to the Assessment Cen· ter. Other districts use formal. conventional screening tech· niques to select from individuals who have applied 10 partic· ipate in the Assessment Center. Finally, some districts reler Individuals to the Assessment Center who have been idenli· lied as prospective administrators through informal means.
The manner in which districts use Assessment Center profiles is typically related 10 the process by which they se· lect participants. The district that refers finalists for princi· palships, weighs the information in the profiles with other available information (e.g ., interviews, letters of recommen· dation) in making its final selections and aµpointments. The districts that either formally screen applicants for par· licipation in the Assessment Center or informally select and refer prospective adm inl strators typically place the pro· files of participants in the participants' personnel files. When Assessment Center participants become candidates for principalships, their profiles are considered along with o ther data in selec ting and assigning principals. When the profi le is used in lhls taller fashion, pools of cand idates for principalships usually Include both individ uals who have participated in the Assessment Center and those who have not.
In all cases the districts use Assessment Center pro· files as just one source of information in making personnel decisions. They also consider candidates' work records, in· terv1ews an<! letters of recommendation. As a result, d is· tricts typically appoint individuals who both have good work records and performed well in the Assessment Center lo principalships. However, some individuals have been ap· poin ted 10 princlpalshlps largely due to their outstanding performance In the Assessment Center, while others have been appointed on the strength of their work records and despite lackluster Assessment Center performances. 
E.dvcational Considerations

I Advantages Offered by the Assessment Center
The NASSP Assessment Center offers two related ad· vantages to distric ts in the selec tion of principals: a source of objective data on candidates and a basis for selection on merit. It is well documented that the selection of principals Is often guided by the personal Impressions that adminis· trators have of subordinates (Baltzell and Dentler, 1983) . Moreover, data gathered through conventional means are of questionable value. For example, personal interviews often fail to gather comparable Information from different candi· dates. Similarly, letters of reference come from sources with whom those making the selections are unfamiliar and often provide incomplete or inaccurate information. The As· sessment Center. on the other hand, provides information about job candidates that is reasonably objective and related, as we argued earlier, to the work o f principals.
If the Assessment Center provides objective informa· lion about the extent to which candidates possess job re· lated skills and attributes, then It might be assu med that it could be used to select principals on the basis of merit. That Is, thOse candidates who proved themselves to be most able through their superior performance In the As· sessment Center would be selected to become principals. There are two problems with this use of the Assessment Center. First, more Is involved in the assignment o f princi· pals than whether or not candidates possess particular skills. Many contingencies must be oonsidered when a prin· cipal is assigned. For example, there are the norms of the community served by a school, the superintendent's preler· ences regarding administrative s tyle and conditions In the school (e.g., a perceived need fo r change versus the desire to maintain the status quo). To simply select the candidate with the highest Assessment Center rating would fai l to rec· ognize the importance of situational factors.
A second problem with using the Assessment Center to select principals on the basis of • merit" involves the point in the selection process at which the Assessment Center is employed. As we noted above, the schoo l districts with which we work employ conventional fo rmal and infor. mal processes to select individuals lor participation in the Assessment Center. Thus, the extent to which merit, even as narrowly defined by the Assessment Center, determines selection and appointment to a prlncipatshlp is greatly compromised. For, it is possible that other, more meritori· ous individuats are eliminated from the pool by the conven· tional, often subjective means employed to scroon candi· dates and never have the o pportunity to exhibit their skills.
